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Recreation-Based Lodging, Business
in a Minnesota Resort Area
GARY C. MEYER*
ABSTRACT-Personal interviews with owners or managers of privately-owned outdoor recreation-based
lodging enterprises in Hubbard County, Minnesota, were used to analyze this industry. Most enterprises are small, operated on a seasonal and part-time basis, and owned by individuals or families who
formerly resided in other areas. It is suggested that non-economic goals are commonly the most important contributors to the decision to enter this segment of the lodging industry.

Outdoor recreation has been Minnesota's fastest growing
resource-based economic activity since World War II, and it
has become the primary economic resource for several
counties and communities in northern Minnesota. By virtue
of its economic role in those areas, outdoor recreation has
been promoted vigorously by local and state agencies and
governments in Minnesota to broaden tax bases, increase
income levels, and expand employment opportunities. Moreover agencies such as the federal Economic Development
Administration and the Upper Great Lakes Regional
Commission have underwritten programs designed to stimulate lagging economic areas by encouraging outdoor recreation development.
Despite the emphasis placed on outdoor recreation
development in Minnesota, there have been few studies
assessing the economic benefits and disbenefits resulting from
investment in outdoor recreation enterprises. A portion of
a 1975 study by the author is presented here.
This paper focuses upon one segment of the outdoor
recreation industry--privately-owned commercial lodging
establishments-in Hubbard County, Minnesota.
More
specifically, the intent of the study is to examine a number
of characteristics of lodging establishments and their
proprietors in Hubbard County in an attempt to learn more
about the lodging industry.
Hubbard County is located about 200 miles northwest
of the Twin Cities, 125 miles west of Duluth, and 90 miles
east of Fargo-Moorhead. Situated near the western margin
of Minnesota's north central lake region, Hubbard County,
with about 140 lakes, has more than its share of the state's
most important outdoor recreational resource. Moreover,
the county lakes are generally in association with forested
land and, frequently, in areas of rough terrain . This resource
combination tends to enhance outdoor recreation potentials
(Borchert and Yaeger, 1968).
By almost any standard of measurement, Hubbard
County is one of the foci of Minnesota's outdoor recreation
industry. Among Minnesota's 87 counties, Hubbard ranked
tenth in the number of seasonal (mostly recreational) homes
in 1970 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1973) and sixth in the
number of resorts at the close of 1973 (Blank, 1974). The
county is also the site of substantial investment in campgrounds, resort-motels, and other recreational enterprises.
The data for this study refer mainl,y to 1970 and partly
to 1971 and are based largely on personal interviews in the
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summer and fall of 1971 with the owners or managers of
Hubbard County lodging establishments. An attempt was
made to contact the proprietor of every establishment then
operating in the county, and about 92 percent were contacted and co-operated with the study in I971. The response
rate for 1970 was somewhat lower-about 85 percent-mainly because some owners who operated establishments
in 1970 were no longer in business in 1971 and could not be
reached.
Number and characteristics of establishments

According to an estimate based on information from
chambers of commerce, lodging associations, telephone
directories, and field research, 198 privately-owned commercial lodging establishments were operated in Hubbard County
in 1970 and 195 in 1971. Of the total number of 1970
establishments, 168 were classified as resorts, 15 as resortmotels, four as motels, two as hotels, and nine as campgrounds.
All but five of the county's resorts were the so-called
housekeeping or do-it-yourself types, consisting of individual
cottages or cabins equipped with cooking and housekeeping
facilities and usually leased on a weekly basis. Twenty-five
of those resorts also provided facilities for camping as a
subsidiary to the resort function. All but two resorts were
located on lakeshore; the two exceptions had riverine locations with easy access to one or more lakes.
There are no universally accepted guidelines for distinguishing between resorts and motels, but in this study,
motels were considered those establishments whose units
were not equipped for housekeeping and were leased
primarily on a daily basis. The county's four motels were
located on federal or state highways in urban or village
settings.
Fifteen lodging establishments in Hubbard County in
1970 could not be classified exclusively as either resorts or
motels, and these are considered resort-motels in the study.
Twelve of the fifteen resort-motels were located in Park
Rapids, the county seat, largest settlement, and only urban
center by U.S. Census Bureau classification in the county .
Two of the salient characteristics of Minnesota's outdoor
recreation-based lodging industry, especially from the perspective of their economic contribution, are establishment
size and period of operation.
The lodging industry of Hubbard County in 1970 and
197 I was dominated by small establishments. In 1970, for
example, the median size of resorts, as measured by the
number of cottages, rooms or suites in lodges, or both, was
only six units, and almost 93 percent of the resorts had
12 or fewer units. Resort-motels and motels, with a median
size of eight units, were slightly larger on the average than
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resorts, and hotels with a median size of 16.5 units, were
larger yet. Campgrounds also were generally small: six of
the nine campgrounds had 50 or fewer sites for tents or
recreational vehicles.
The outdoor recreation industry of northern Minnesota,
Hubbard County included, has been essentially seasonal.
According to this study , only about nine percent of resorts
in Hubbard County in 1970 were operated year-round. All
but a few of the remainder were open for less than six
months. The season during which most resorts handled the
great majority of their business was even more restricted :
essentially a period of around 10 weeks from mid-June to
early September. The length of the effective season was
determined primarily by climatic factors and the period of
the school year.

percent resided in Hubbard County) prior to assuming
ownership of their establishments. More than 30 percent
of owners were residents of southern Minnesota, mainly
the Twin Cities area, and another 22 percent were Iowans
{Table 2). Illinois, Nebraska, North Dakota, and Indiana
were other major source areas.
More than 20 percent of owners of lodging establishments in 1970 indicated permanent places of residence outside Hubbard County {Table 3).
Since one-fifth of owriers were non-local (outside the
county) residents, the impact of their incomes on the local
economy was no doubt considerably less than it would have
been had all such owners been permanent residents of the
county. But residency patterns are only one indicator of
the degree to which owner income was lost to the county
in 1970. Twenty-two owners with permanent residency
in Hubbard County indicated that they spent all or much
of the 1970 winter season outside the county; only three
such owners reported spending the winter in Minnesota, all
in the Twin Cities. Thus, just over one-third of owners
resided outside the county for a substantial part (from two to
as many as nine months) of 1970.

Ownership and management
With few exceptions, lodging establishments in Hubbard
County in 1970 and 1971 were owned by individuals or
families and managed or operated by the owners. In 1971,
only six establishments ( three campgrounds, two resorts,
and one resort-motel), or slightly more than three percent
of the 179 establishments surveyed, were operated by hired
managers, and only two of these {both campgrounds) were
corporate-owned.
The length 0f ownership of lodging establishments
surveyed in 1971 ranged from less than two months to 57
years, with ownership of the majority of establishments
relatively brief. Almost 40 percent of all establishments
surveyed had been under their present ownership for five
years or less and more than 56 percent for ten years or less
(Table I). The median period of ownership was eight years
for resorts, seven years for resort-motels and motels, and six
years for campgrounds.
Table 1 supports the observation of a number of owners
and other knowledgeable individuals in Hubbard County that
turnover is rapid in this industry. Several longtime owners
hypothesized that establishments were often purchased by
individuals with little conception of the potential returns from
a lodging operation or of the labor required. One operator
suggested--probably not entirely facetiously--that the only
individuals foolish enough to invest capital and labor in a
resort were those who by virtue of residence in southern
Minnesota or out-of-state were unfamiliar with the economics
of the resort industry of northern Minnesota.
There may have been some truth in the above observation because only about 12 percent of lodging proprietors
in 1971 had been residents of northern Minnesota (four

Owner/manager employment patterns
Forty-one percent {69 of 169) of owners or managers
of Hubbard County lodging establishments indicated that
neither they nor any other members of their families were
employed, either part-time or full-time, outside their establishments in 1970. Just over 45 percent of operators with
no outside employment reported that they were receiving
various forms of retirement income (most were 60 years of
age or older, but several were middle-aged and recently retired from military service). An additional three or four
percent {this figure represents an estimate based on an
incomplete enumeration) of operators with no outside
employment were recipients of income from disabilities,
inheritance, savings, or other sources. This leaves approximately 20 percent of operators and their families who relied
exclusively on their establishments for economic support in
1970. Of this total, more than one-third managed yearround establishments. Of the remainder, most operated
establishments somewhat larger and over a longer period
than the countywide average; the median size of such establishments was nine units and the median period of ownership
was ten years.
Almost 33 percent (55 of I 69) of operators indicated
that one or more members of their families worked outside
their establishments full-time in the off-season or (and) part-

TABLE 1. LENGTH OF OWNERSHIP OF LODGING ESTABLISHMENTS, 1971
Years
N

Resorts
%

Less than 1
1-5
6-10
11-15
16-25
26 & over

Total

N
13

%

8.3
49 31.2
27 17 .2
27 17.2
31 19.6
10 6.4
157

100.0

Resort-Motels
& Motels
N
1
5
3

%

1
3
14

7 .1
35.7
21 .5
7.1
7 .1
21.5
100.0

Hotels

Campgrounds

N

N
1
5

2

2

6

SOURCE: Compiled by author; also for other tables.
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TABLE 2. PLACE OF RESIDENCE OF 1971 OWNERS PRIOR TO
ASSUMING PROPRIETORSHIP OF HUBBARD COUNTY LODGING
ESTABLISHMENTS

TABLE 3 . PERMANENT PLACE OF RESIDENCE OF
OWNERS OF LODGING ESTABLISHMENTS' 1970.
Place

Place

Minnesota
Northern Counties
Twin Cities Area
Other Southern Counties
Iowa
Illinois
Nebraske
North Dakota
Indiana
Other States ( 11 included)

(N = 171

Hubbard County

43.8

Hubbard County
Mip_nesota
Northern Counties (2)
Twin Cities Area (12)
Other Southern Counties (4)
Iowa
Illinois
Other States (5 included)

(12..~
(23.1)

Ts.Ji.
22.5
7.1

6.5
4.7
3.6
11.8
100.0

time during or after their operating season in 1970. Table 4
classifies this information by number of family members employed and periods worked. As the table shows, 39 fulltime, off-season jobs were held by operators and members
of their families. Male family members accounted for 32 of
these jobs. About 57 percent of full-time, off-season jobs
originated outside Hubbard County, with six in other parts
of Minnesota, mainly the Twin Cities area, and the remaining
16 in other states, reflecting the rather restricted employment opportunities in Hubbard County in the winter season.
More than 26 percent (45 of 169) of operators interviewed reported that one or more members of their families
were employed full-time, year-round outside their establishments in 1970. In all but a single instance, one family
member only was so employed; the exception was a female
school teacher (school teachers were considered full-time,
year-round employees) who operated a resort with the aid
of her husband, who was employed in a near-by town. Males
filled 38 of the 46 full-time, year-round jobs held by
operators or members of their families. Thus, the primary
responsibility for the day-to-day operation of the county's
lodging establishments was commonly assumed by women.
Represented in those full-time jobs were teaching (five
respondents), welfare and social work, sales, farming, clerical,
shopkeeping, private investigating, educational consulting,
and unskilled labor. Twenty-two, or almost 50 percent, of
these jobs were located outside Hubbard County, with the
largest concentration in the Twin Cities area (eight), and
secondary concentrations in adjacent Cass County (four),
other northern Minnesota counties (five), and out-of-state
locations ( three). Typically, operators holding full-time
jobs in northern Minnesota commuted daily from their
establishments; those employed in southern Minnesota
commuted to their establishments on weekends; and those
working out-of-state traveled to the county only twice a
year, in the spring to help open their establishments and in
the fall to close them.
That only about 20 percent of Hubbard County lodging
proprietors in 1970 were entirely dependent on their establishments for economic support is partly a manifestation
of the relative ly low average production of income from these
enterprises. Although no attempt was made to calculate
net establishment income levels, estimates of gross establishment income for 1970 are shown in Table 5. The most
striking feature of the table is not the relatively large range
of incomes, but rather their concentration near the low end
of the distribution. Almost two-thirds of the l!Stablishments
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Number

% of Owners

% Owners

Total

7
5
5

4.1
3.0
3.0

169

100.0

had gross incomes of $6,000 or less, and only about 13
percent had incomes above $12,000.
Perhaps foremost among the factors contributing to
the low income levels were the small size of most establishments and brief operating periods. Lesser factors included
antiquated accommodation units (e .g., primitive or semimodern bathroom facilities , which characterized, at least to
some degree, about one-third of the county's lodging
establishments in 1970) and limited recreational facilities,
both of which served to depress rental rates for lodging units .
In addition, the rates of some establishments were well below
the average for other establishments with similar facilities
and services, either because their owners felt a higher rate
would diminish business volume or, less frequently, because
they were satisfied with the earnings.
Implications and a suggestion for further study
Although a comprehensive survey of operator economic
goals was not undertaken, it is clear that numerous establishments were never intended to be major enterprises or
to provide the family with its sole or even primary source
of economic support. Small enterprises can provide important supplements to family income and make effective use
of limited capital and underutilized labor resources . Such
has been the case in Hubbard County.
It is a p1evaiiing notion that businesses are operated to
maximize economic returns. And although this objective
certainly characterized some lodging proprietors in Hubbard
County, others were motivated more by non-economic incentives or satisfactions. A few operators, for example,
appeared to regard their establishments as a kind of hobby.
Others considered ownership of an establishment as a way
to remain active in their retirement years. Still others derived intense personal pleasure from meeting and interacting
with people. And numerous operators enjoyed living in the
attractive natural settings of their establishments, away from
the problems of the city and close to abundant outdoor
recreational opportunities.
If the goals of operators of outdoor recreation lodging
enterprises differ, as this study suggests, then research that
groups all such businesses together in analyses is not only
misleading, but also potentially harmful to the entrepreneur
whose goal is to maximize economic returns . Such an
operator may be unaware of the diminished utility of employing economic logic to predict the actions of his competitors. Moreover he may be discriminated against when applying for business loans by virtue of his evaluation against a
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TABLE 4. NUMBER OF OPERATORS WITH FAMILY
MEMBERS EMPLOYED OUTSIDE THEIR ESTABLISHMENT,
1970
Period Employed
One Member
Part-time, Operating Season
3
Part-time, off-season
16
Full-time, off season
26
Full-time, off-season
and part-time, operating season
2
Full-time, off-season
and part-time, off-season
Total

TABLE 5. GROSS INCOME OF
LODGING ESTABLISHMENTS, 1970

Gross Income
in Dollars

Two Members

1

3,000 or less·
3,001 - 6,000
6,001 - 9,000
9,001 - 12,000
12,001 - 18,000
18,001 - 27,000
27,001 and above

4

3

8

47

Total

Number of
Establishments

Percent of
Establishments

57
73
31
12
11
6
8

28.8
36.9
15.6
6 .1
5 .5
3.0
4.1

198

100.0
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EQUATION CORRECTION
AND OMISSION
ln the article on "Pollen of the Myricaceae" appearing in
the Journ al issue Volume 43, No. I, page 3 , the final figure
in an equation was misprinted . The equation is presented
here with the correct final figure, "2.0" instead of "20."
2
(3 - 2) +(3 - 2) +(3 -3) +(2 - 3) +(2 · 3) (3 - 3)2~ 2 .0.
2
2
2
2
The following table , identified as Table 3 of the paper , was
inadvertently omitted and is published here .
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